CHAPTER XI

THE INFLUENCE OF THE OCEANS

Why Oceans Are Important

Few features of man's geographical surroundings are more important
than the division of the earth's surface into continents and oceans. At first
thought one might say that only the lands are really necessary. We live
on them; their soil yields food for man and beast; they contain mines
from which we extract minerals. We travel chiefly upon the lands,
traversing the oceans only to reach some other point upon the lands. It
would seem that the ocean merely covers three fourths of the earth's sur-
face which might otherwise form fertile plains supporting millions of
people. Such a view is wrong, for the oceans are as necessary as the lands.
They are of the greatest service climatically as a source of rain and as
regulators of temperature. They serve as an aid to health and as a source
of minerals and food. Oceans also profoundly influence man's life through
transportation, for they act as barriers, and as carriers of commerce. In
most respects large lakes act in the same way as oceans.

The Climatic Effect of Oceans

(1) As a Source of Water for Clouds and Rain. Even in the heart of
a continent much of the rain is derived from the ocean. If crops depended
only on moisture evaporated from the lands, including lakes and rivers,
most of them would wilt and die. Nebraska and the Dakotas, although
in the middle of a continent, raise millions of bushels of wheat by means
of water from the Gulf of Mexico or the Adantic more than 1,000 miles
away. Practically all the world's corn crop depends on summer rains
from oceans 500 to 1,500 miles away. This is not surprising. Evaporation
from land is usually less than from the same area of water, as is evident
from the dampness of a sea breeze compared with the dryness of a land
breeze. Then, too, the area of the oceans is two and a half times that of
the lands, and two hundred times that of all the lakes, rivers, swamps, and
other bodies of water on the lands, including the great Caspian Sea. If
all the lakes in the world should dry up within a single year they would
supply only one-fifteenth of the rain that falls each year on the lands.
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